
UNDERSTANDING SPEECH  
What happens when we listen to speech. How does the mind break down the speech 
stream and understand the meaning of the utterances. This document looks at this 
process.  
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UNDERSTANDING SPEECH  

There are several stages in the processing of speech that the mind has to go through. first of 
all, the mind has to segment the speech stream into words. How it does this is not yet fully 
understood but there are several stages that have been proposed: 

Initial contact: the representation of the input as it makes initial contact with the lexicon 

Lexical selection: certain potential words become activated due to this initial contact. In the case of 
the Cohort Model, a group of words which could potentially fit with the incoming representation are 
selected. As more evidence of the word’s features comes in, certain words are rejected from the 
cohort.  

Word recognition: A single word from the cohort is selected. This may or may not occur before the 
whole word has been heard. At this point the mind only has access to the representation of the word; 
it does not have access to the meaning or syntactic information on the word. 

Lexical access: Lexical access is said to have occurred when the mind has access to all the word’s 
properties including its meaning and syntactic information such as whether it is a noun or verb. 

There is an important difference between the terms ‘word recognition’ and ‘lexical access’. 
Word recognition is the point at which the mind knows which word it has heard in the 
speech stream. This is only a representation of the word and as yet the mind does not have 
access to the meaning of the word. Subsequent to word recognition the mind goes through 
a process of lexical access where it is able to access the related semantic information of the 
word (i.e. its meaning) but also other properties such as it syntactic properties, collocations, 
etc.  

COHORT MODEL 

This was initially proposed by Marslen-Wilson (1989). The idea of the model is that as the 
incoming phoneme as processed the mind sets up a  cohort (group) of words that 
potentially could match up with the phonemes. As more evidence of the word is received, 



certain words are rejected from the cohort until a single unique word is left. This is called 
the ‘uniqueness point’. At this point word recognition will probably occur. However it is 
important to note that word recognition could occur before or after the uniqueness point 
due to co-articulation cues and other factors. The diagram below illustrates the cohort and 
the rejection of potential candidates as more information is received until one word is left 
(the uniqueness point):  

http://psycholinguistics.wetpaint.com/page/The+Cohort+Model+of+Word+Recognition 

Context can play a part but only after the initial cohort is formed. So for example the word 
‘spit’ in the above diagram could be rejected early because it does not fit in with the 
sentence. This is top-down processing. However, the cohort model only allows this top-
down interaction after the initial cohort is formed; there is bottom-up priority.  
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